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March 14: Street violence and protests escalated in Panama as the government missed the first
payday for the bulk of its 145,000 employees since the country's cash crisis began earlier this month.
The payroll for government employees, comprising 20% of the Panamanian work force, totals about
$66 million per month. Paydays were scheduled for March 14 and 15 to cover the first half of March.
About 200 teachers gathered at the Education Ministry in a working-class barrio of Panama City,
and chanted slogans against the government and Noriega. They were joined by other protesters,
swelling the crowd to about 700. About 50 riot police (Dobermans) arrived to disperse them. After
40 minutes of listening to chants and insults such as, "Noriega, tyrant, your end is near!" and
"Get out of here, Pineapple Face!" the police fired tear gas at a group of teachers. In response, two
young men on the roofs of tenement buildings pelted the police with rocks, bricks and bottles at
the police. Neighborhood residents joined in, hurling bottles and rocks at the Dobermans. The
police then unleashed a barrage of tear gas and pepper gas at the teachers, sending them and
bystanders running. Protesters erected street barricades of trash and burning tires over a wide
area. [Primary and secondary schools had been scheduled to reopen March 14 after a three-month
vacation, but they remained closed by government decree. The government has also canceled the
remainder of the semester for universities, which were to have resumed classes last week.] At the
port of Balboa located beside the Pacific entrance to the Panama Canal, about 800 dock workers
shut down operations by blockading the entrance with metal shipping containers and walking off
their jobs. Similar work stoppages were also reported at the Colon port on the Atlantic side of the
canal, and at two other major commercial ports, Cristobal and Vacamonte. A department chief in
the Balboa port administration building, who requested anonymity, told the Washington Post that
90 administrative employees had also decided to stop work until they are paid. The department
chief said, "The solution is for Gen. Noriega to leave the country." In the evening, five other major
unions representing 80,000 workers announced they would join the dock workers' strike action
on March 15. Leaders of the electrical, telephone, railroad, sewerage and cement workers unions
said they would refuse to repair equipment and would take other disruptive actions until their
members are paid. March 15: Hundreds of public hospital workers blocked a four-lane highway
to demand their paychecks from the government, and the Dobermans dispersed with tear gas and
water cannon some 3,000 teachers and Education Ministry employees demanding their paychecks
in downtown Panama City. The most violent demonstration took place outside a 500-bed public
hospital pertaining to the Social Security Institute in the northern area of Panama City, where health
workers threw Molotov cocktails at the police who had surrounded the installation. At least a dozen
persons were injured by birdshot fired by police, and hundreds suffered effects of tear gas. (Basic
data from AP, Washington Post, New York Times, 03/15/88)
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